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REAGAN CONCEDES ‘MISTAKE’
IN ARMS-FOR-HOSTAGE POLICY;
TAKES BLAME, VOWS CHANGES

MAKES ‘NO EXCUSES

But Speech Falls Short
of Explicit Disavowal
~ oftheOriginaI_ldea

e

~/ By STEVEN V. ROBERTS
Special to The New York Times

- WASHINGTON, March 4 — Presi-
dent Reagan said tonight .that. his
policy toward Iran had ‘‘deteriorated”’
into a trade of arms for hostages and
that he accepted ““full responsibility”
for the Iran-contra affair, which has
hampered his. Presidency for three
months.

But he did not say, as a special re-
view board said last week, that the
original idea of selling arms to the Te-
heran regime was flawed.

‘“What began as a strategic opening
to Iran deteriorated in its implementa-
tion into trading arms for hostages,”
Mr. Reagan said in an unusually con-
ciliatory broadcast address. ‘““‘This
runs counter to my own beliefs, to Ad-
ministration policy, and to the original
strategy we had in mind.

“There are reasons why it happened,
but no excuses. It was a mistake.”

The President went beyond any of his
previous statements in confronting the
failure of his secret dealings with Iran,
which have blighted his Administra-
tion, caused a shake-up in the top levels
of the White House, and sent his public
approval rating plummeting over the
last three months.

While describing himself as “angry"

subordinates who carried out the poli-
cy, the President said he would take the
blame himself. [Text, page Al8.]

and ‘‘disappointed”’ with the actions of "

A

“As the Navy would say, this hap-
pened on my watch,” Mr. Reagan said.

But he seemed to reject the advice of
many supporters on two points. He con-
demned only the execution of his Iran
initiative, not the policy itself, which he
has said was aimed at shoring up mod-
erate elements within the Iranian Gov-
ernment. And he did not explicitly
apologize for his own actions, or the ac-
tions of his Administration.

The speech came at a critical mo-
ment in his second term, six days after

[ the review board led by former Senator

John G. Tower sharply criticized his
failure to pay closer attention to the ac-
tions of the National Security Council
staff, which managed the Iran opera-
tion.

In an attempt to demonstrate that he
was now back in control of the levers of
government, the President mentioned
this series of actions he was taking to

correct the flaws described by the;

Tower. Commission: ;
-G@The National Security Council has
been directed to review “ail covert
operations” now being conducted by
the Government, and there will be “no,
more freelancing’’ by individual staff
.members. Last November, Admiral
iJohn Poindexter resigned as head of
I-the council and his aide, Lieut. Col. Oli-
rver North, was dismissed for their
roles in directing the Iran affair.
YRecord keeping will be improved in
the White House on national security
matters. The President blamed the
lack of adequate recurds for his 7ailure
to remember precisely when he ap-
proved the shipmen: of arms to Iran.
9Some key personnel have already
been changed, and rore will follow. He
particularly mentioned the replace-
ment of Donald T. Regan, his chief of
staff, with former Senator Howard H.:
Baker Jr, and the naming of William'
H. Webster as the new Director of Cen-|
ral Intelligence. i
9Laws mandating continuing consui-
tation with Congress on secret intelli-
gece operations ‘“‘will be followed,” the
President said, ‘‘not only in letter but in
spirit.”’

“Mr. Reagan acknowledged that ne
‘had remained silent on the Iran issue
‘and isolated from the public for three
‘months, and some listeners, he said,
'were probably thinking that he was
“hiding out in the White House.”
"~ The reason for his silence, the Presi-
dent said, was his reluctance to come
forward with ‘“‘sketchy reports’” and
thus create ‘“even more doubt and con-
fusion” in the public mind. )

“I've paid a price for my silence in
terms of your trust and confidence,
,the President said. ¥
; _The latest New York Times/CBS'
News Poll backed up that point, show-

ing that his public approval rating had;

‘dropped to its lowest point in four
years. Even his political allies have
been saying that the Iran affair was
seriously jeopardizing his ability to
function effectively for the rest of his
term. . ;
Only 29 percent of the people sur-.
veyed said they approved of his han- |
dling of foreign policy, and 51 percent
said Mr. Reagan was lying when he
said he could not remember when he .
approved the arms transaction. i
Mr. Reagan praised the Tower panel
for its 300-page report, and admitted
somewhat ruefully that he “‘had to hunt
_pretty hard to find any good news' in
it
‘3 “I've studied the Board’s report,” he
ésaid. “Its findings are honest, convinc-
iing, and highly critical, and I accept
;them.” C - -
. He summarized his reaction this
i way:

Tt “First, lei.me say I take full respon-

sibility for my own actions and for}
those of my Administration. As angry
as I may be about activities under-
taken without my knowledge, I am still
accountable for those actions. As disap-
-pointed as I may be in some whol
‘served me, I am still the one who must
answer to the American people for this
behavior. And as personally distateful
as I find secret bank accounts and di-
verted funds, as the Navy would say,

. this happened on my watch.”

. The President’s speech capped days
of intense activity in the White House
{following the release of the Toweri
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|talks with the Soviet Union in Géenev.
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ymmission report, . which- depie%
r.-. Reagan as; an, unjnformed.. and.
umnvolved leader: who failedto:exef

with_ the. P
tion;:has kept.him: isolated for months.
But now that his recovery is: complegé,,
and the Tower.Commission-repert has
‘been issued, the President is trying.§
‘convey.an-impression:of aggressive: at‘-u
'|tentiveness- to: the detalls of goverf
‘ment: . : -
_Last Friday. he replawd his: chiet of:
staff, Mr Reganv zwnh Mr Baker Eg,,.

_ang personally announced it
new: mmative on~arms 'control ot the~

In the’ weeks ahead, the Presidefit
expected to" 1éavé: the White. Housd
more;often to speak’to groups in Wash-~
ingtor* and around the country; trying
‘to_recapture the sense-of excitement
and:optimism thathis Presidency efi--

- gendéred in his fiist term, but, whig]

has been noticeably : absent since his e
election campaign.

" “It’s. the. biggest cliché m Wash g
ton,. but: the President has. to get. out
19

more,” said one Republican strategiss
who frequently. advises. the, Whi
House. ‘‘He has to give a. speech some-
where, go meet the Cotton Queen; shaw
that the President is alive.and well, get
‘away from the tyranny of the Beltway,
'hear the crowds applaud make thmgb
 happen.”

At the White: House today, M&rlin
Fitzwater, the President’s spokesm&h
discounted the importance of tomgh&
speech, saying, ‘‘I don’t think the Presn—
dency needs repan'ing ” . :
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